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Crisis? Which Crisis? 
The title of this special issue should be read literally. The opening questions are not posed 
rhetorically but as real questions: is there a crisis of the humanities? And if yes, which kind 
of crisis is it?  
Narratives about the crisis of the humanities have been rehearsed over and over again in 
recent years. Their many versions include critical accounts of the triumph of instrumental 
reason and of the resulting marginalisation of the human, social and cultural values 
professed by humanists; grumbles about the downgrading of the humanities as a result of 
declining enrolments and the prominence of the hard sciences; lamentations over the fate 
of deep reading in the age of cyberspace and digital media; complaints about a lack of 
appreciation for the intangible value of the humanities in the metrics-driven managerial 
university, where the citation and impact factor game, together with their superior 
attractiveness to external funders, rewards STEM disciplines (Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics) at the expense of the humanities.  
In the characteristically caustic words of South African Nobel laureate John Maxwell 
Coetzee, a “certain phase in the history of the university, a phase taking its inspiration from 
the German Romantic revival of humanism, is now, I believe, pretty much at its end”. In 
Coetzee’s diagnosis, this is not only as a result of the neoliberal onslaught on anything that 
escapes financial calculus, but also because “there are too few people left who really believe 
in the humanities and in the university built on humanistic grounds, with philosophical, 
historical and philological studies as its pillars” (Coetzee 2013, xiii). 
Against this backdrop, this special issue hosts a series of interventions that open up new 
possibilities for thinking and talking about the humanities. It presents frameworks, 
experiences, ideas, discursive registers and even satirical takes that rethink the humanities 
in ways that are alternative to the melancholic tone that shapes so many of the recent 
narratives of the crisis of the humanities. This, however, is by no means to suggest that we 
should embrace and celebrate the present state of things. There is no ignoring the damage 
done by the neoliberal model increasingly embraced by the academy worldwide. The 
quantification and metrification of everything we do, and the consequent lack of recognition 
for writing, teaching, critical thinking and research not geared to the production of 
accredited outputs and measurable outcomes are indeed very real issues in our increasingly 
corporatized and instrumentalist universities.  
But it is still worth asking whether the humanities crisis narratives that are currently 
circulating, especially but by no means exclusively in the Anglophone world and Euro-
America, tell the whole story. Definitions of what constitutes a crisis and the identification 
of the putative boundaries of the humanities would seem to be key here. For instance, in 
South Africa, from where I write and Critical Arts is produced, the humanities are identified 
with a broad definition that includes the social sciences and are sometimes expanded to 
incorporate law and education. Also, a mere two years after Coetzee declared the end of 
the humanistic model of the university and, with it, of universities as sites of “agitation and 
dissent” (Coetzee 2013, xii), the #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall student movements, 
which erupted in South Africa and spread internationally (see Maldonado-Torres 2016; 
Ngcaweni and Ngcaweni 2018; Rhodes Must Fall 2018), came to remind us that proclaiming 
the end of this or that historical phenomenon or idea always risks leaving you with egg on 
your face.  
The thesis that underlay the thinking behind the call for papers from which this special issue 
originates is that humanities commentators who talk up crisis – i.e. institutional 
marginalisation and loss of relevance and public interest – tend to refer to an traditional 
configuration of the humanities: what Coetzee calls “philosophical, historical and 
philological studies” and Samuel Weber describes as “the study of literature, of art, of 
language and of philosophy” (Weber 2000). But this is in the face of processes of disciplinary 
and media convergences that are blurring conventional lines of scholarly engagement. 
Defences mounted in the name of the intrinsic worth of humanistic values often evoke a 
truncated and outdated version of the humanities that ends up confirming rather than 
challenging their loss of relevance. Which of course for some of their defenders is precisely 
the point: in this view, assessments of the value of the humanities based on criteria of 
relevance and the like, vis-à-vis the “unconstrained life of the mind” (Coetzee 2013, xiv), are 
part of the problem.  
Additional questions that should be asked of crisis of the humanities narratives include 
whether the scenario they depict is the same everywhere, from the global north to the 
global south, and across different types of institutions, from elite to less resourced or more 
vocationally oriented universities and colleges. But also, do narratives of the crisis of the 
humanities mobilise specific notions of value and prestige? Are these notions classed, 
gendered and racialized? How do narratives of the crisis of the humanities relate to current 
debates and contestations surrounding decolonisation? Does the crisis of a traditional 
version of the humanities open up opportunities to use their institutional space for work 
that is both socially and politically relevant and academically rigorous? These are some of 
the issues implicitly or explicitly addressed by the articles that follow, which collectively 
provide a counter narrative of the present and future state of the humanities.  
How Many Humanities? 
If one googles “crisis of the humanities” one now gets about 31,100,000 results (27 
December 2019). Even before the end of the last millennium, US poetry scholar Marjorie 
Perloff already noted, “One of our most common genres today is the epitaph for the 
humanities” (1999). Two decades down the line, this genre is still very much in vogue.  
A few examples. A special issue of Textual Practice, “Britain’s principal international journal 
of radical literary studies”,1 published in 2016 to commemorate thirty years of the journal 
publication opened with a piece that recalls its first editorial by the late Welsh Shakespeare 
critic Terence Hawkes, which was already lamenting that the humanities were “marginalised 
and underfunded”, and that they sensed “themselves to be hopelessly at odds with a 
culture which has long abandoned any recognition of the value of their role” (Hawkes cited 
in Boxal and Jonik 2016, 1149). The introduction goes on to add that in retrospect “it is hard 
to resist the feeling that the conditions under which the Humanities operate now are 
significantly worse”, in that “the range of possibilities for critical thinking in the university 
has narrowed” (ibid.). This assessment is shared by English literary critic Terry Eagleton, for 
whom “the wholesale reduction of culture to a commodity” has brought about the death of 
the kind of critical thinking we had become accustomed to associate with the humanities 
(2016). Across the Atlantic Ocean, in the United States, crisis is also a ubiquitous descriptor 
when the humanities are mentioned. Numbers talk. Since 2007 and, particularly, since the 
financial crisis of 2008, “Almost every humanities field has seen a rapid drop in majors: 
History is down about 45 percent from its 2007 peak, while the number of English majors 
has fallen by nearly half since the late 1990s” (Schmidt 2018).  
The most plausible explanation provided for this drop seems to be that “students fled the 
humanities after the financial crisis because they became more fearful of the job market” 
(ibid.). A number of studies and surveys have shown that available data indicate that this is 
not necessarily a good reason not to enrol in a humanities degree.  Still, if the exodus from 
the humanities is motivated by their being perceived as a poor career bet, defences such as 
the one shored up by the editors of Textual Practice, for whom the humanities’ function 
today is to cultivate “our imaginative freedom, and to exceed [one’s] constraints, to think 
one’s way into empty space, where unthought and unlimited futures might wait, biding 
their time” (Boxal and Jonik 2016, 1149), are unlikely to get them out of trouble, at least in 
the here and now.  
Closer to this journal’s home base, in South Africa, the debate on the crisis of the humanities 
has also been rehearsed several times, occasionally making its way out of specialist 
publications and into more widely distributed media. In 2011, the weekly Mail & Guardian 
published a special report titled “Crisis in Humanities”. In the opening article, now retired 
University of Cape Town literary scholar John Higgins argues that the South African 
humanities are caught in combined instrumental agendas that privilege, on the one hand, 
applied science to service “the needs of the economy”, and on the other what Higgins 
describes as an “applied nationalism” that “promotes the narrow ideological agenda of a 
particular form of identity politics” (Higgins 2011). (I cannot not note here that just a few 
years later, the #RhodesMustFall and #FeesMustFall movements provided a radically 
different take on the state of contemporary South African universities – a take that 
forcefully posited that far from having pushed identity politics too far, some of them had 
not done nearly enough to address the racialized inequalities inherited from the history of 
colonialism and apartheid. In fact, in the same Mail & Guardian report, Primesh Lalu 
refocuses the debate by adding that to trace the local nuances and implications of 
discourses about the crisis of the humanities “will require specific attention to the racial 
formations of separate universities, which are the points at which the ‘crisis’ of the 
humanities and social sciences might avail itself as a critique of the racial foundations of 
disciplinary reason” (Lalu 2011).) Still in the same report, Lawrence Hamilton decries “the 
reduction of the value of the humanities in particular and education in general to a 
utilitarian and market-driven logic that identifies the value of any educational endeavour 
solely in terms of its direct, discernible benefits or ‘impacts’ in response to existing market 
demand” (Hamilton 2011)  
The publication of the Mail & Guardian’s report coincided with the release of a report 
compiled by the Academy of Science of South Africa (ASSAf), titled Consensus Study on the 
State of the Humanities in South Africa: Status, Prospects and Strategies. The study, which 
broadly uses the term humanities to include the social sciences, performing arts, law and 
education, presents a dismal view of the contemporary South African humanities. The first 
three findings read: 
1. There is a crisis in the Humanities reflected in declining student enrolments, falling 
graduation rates, and decreasing government funding within institutions of higher 
learning. 
2. The evolution and administration of government policy in the post-apartheid period 
has systematically benefited Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics to the 
exclusion, and even detriment, of the Humanities disciplines in the country. 
3. The Humanities within institutions of higher learning is in a state of intellectual 
stagnation and, singular innovations notwithstanding, has remained in this moribund 
condition for more than fifteen years. (ASSAf 2011, 15) 
These findings are supported by data regarding enrolments and funding: 
1. Headcount enrolments of students in the public higher education system increased on 
average by 2.6% every year from 1996 (509 000 students) to 2008 (799 000 students). 
Enrolments in the Humanities (excluding Education) decreased from 273 000 to 215 000 
in the same 13-year period – an average annual decline of 2.0%. 
2. The Humanities share of total headcount enrolments decreased from 46% in 1996 to 
27% in 2008. The Humanities share of total full-time equivalent (FTE) enrolments 
decreased from 51% in to 34% in the same period. 
3. The ratios between their FTE and headcount enrolment totals show that most 
Humanities subfields offer large numbers of service courses within the broad field of the 
Humanities, but also to Science and Technology, Business Management, and Education. 
4. Total graduates in the Humanities decreased from 36 000 in 1996 to 32 000 in 2008. 
The Humanities share of total graduates decreased from 36% in 1996 to 32% in 2008. 
5. In 2008, 112 000 (59%) of Humanities undergraduate students were enrolled in just 
five fields of study: Law, Public Administration, Psychology, Communication and 
Economics. This group produced 63% of all qualifiers in Humanities undergraduate 
programmes. In contrast to this, only 12 000 (9%) of Humanities undergraduate students 
were enrolled for Anthropology, Dance, Drama, Music, History, Afrikaans, African 
Languages and Philosophy. (ASSAf 2011, 59–60) 
As to the causes for the decline in enrolments in traditional sectors of the humanities, the 
ASSAf’s report, like others from across the globe, also challenges the assumption that 
humanities graduates cannot find work. Its findings show that “virtually all Humanities 
graduates are employed” (ASSAf 2011, 127). However, it concedes that “Humanities 
graduates earn significantly less than their counterparts in other Science fields” (ibid., 107). 
A report by the Department of Higher Education and Training (DHET) released in 2018, titled 
Statistics on Post-School Education and Training in South Africa: 2016, updates the picture 
by indicating that the majority of 2016 graduates from public higher education institutions, 
which in South Africa are the numerically most significant by far, “were in the Science 
Engineering and Technology (29.1% or 59 125), followed by Business and Management 
(27.8% or 56 364), all other Humanities (22.4% or 45 480) and Education (20.7% or 42 107) 
fields of study” (DHET 2018, 3). It is worth noting that the share of enrolments in the 
humanities depends on how the field is configured. In the expansive view of the DHET 
report, the humanities are the field with the highest number of graduates: “The majority of 
2016 graduates where in the SET [Science, Engineering, Technology] (29.1% or 59 125), 
followed by Business and Management (27.8% or 56 364), all other Humanities (22.4% or 45 
480) and Education (20.7% or 42 107) fields of study. These figures suggest that the majority 
of graduates from public HEIs [Higher Education Institutions] are from the Humanities field 
of study (which includes Education and other Humanities), comprising 43% (87 587) of all 
graduates” (ibid., 21).  
A similar pattern was also noted in the ASSAf report, which registers “Sharp decreases […] 
from 2004 to 2008 in headcount enrolments in the Humanities subfields of African 
Languages, Philosophy, Religion and History. Conversely”, it highlights,” there were 
substantial increases in Communication (which includes Journalism and Media Studies), 
Linguistics, Geography, and Sociology enrolments. However, the largest changes within the 
Humanities occurred in Public Administration and Social Work, where headcount 
enrolments doubled during the five-year period” (ASSAf 2011, 66). The configuration of the 
humanities outlined by the ASSAf report is “dominated by five subfields – Law, Public 
Administration, Psychology, Communication, and Economics – which together represented 
almost 60% of all undergraduate Humanities enrolments.” At the same time, the report 
adds, “some of the more ’traditional’ Humanities fields, such as Languages, the Fine and 
Performing Arts, Philosophy, and Religion, had very small shares of total Humanities 
undergraduate enrolments” (ASSAf 2011, 74) . 
These findings are significant both in themselves and as an illustration of global trends. 
Discourses about the crisis of the humanities usually refer to a particular configuration of 
the humanities. For instance, in the United States a long view of the changes within the 
humanities shows how between 1970 and 2005, while enrolments in language and 
literature declined, those in communication and media studies increased by 616 percent 
(Miller 2012, 6). Between 1970 and 2004, enrolments in English decreased from 7.6 to 3.9 
percent of majors; other languages and literatures from 2.5 to 1.3 percent; philosophy and 
religious studies from 0.9 to 0.7 percent; history from 18.5 to 10.7 percent (Miller 2012, 5). 
Statistics released by the American Academy of Arts & Sciences indicate how by 2015 the 
number of degrees awarded in the field of communication had overtaken that of English 
language and literature and general humanities and liberal studies: 
Number of Humanities Bachelor’s Degree Completions by Discipline 
 
Figure 1. Source: http://humanitiesindicators.org 
Similar trends occur elsewhere. In Italy, recent data indicate that among the fastest growing 
degrees there is communication science, whose pull is linked to the fast growth of the 
internet and to the emergence of new professional figures.2  
As this overview illustrates, statements about the crisis of the humanities lamenting 
declining enrolments, institutional marginalization and loss of relevance and public interest 
specifically refer to what Toby Miller calls “Humanities One” (2012). Miller’s argument is 
that there are in fact two humanities: “Humanities One dominates rhetorically. Humanities 
Two dominates numerically. The distinction between them, which is far from absolute but 
heuristically and statistically persuasive, places literature, history, and philosophy on one 
side and communication and media studies on the other” (2012, 2).  
In the United States, this division largely tracks along class and prestige lines: “One is the 
humanities of fancy private universities, where the bourgeoisie and its favored subalterns 
are tutored in finishing school. I am naming this Humanities One, because it is venerable and 
powerful and tends to determine how the sector is discussed in public. The other is the 
humanities of everyday state schools, which focus more on job prospects. I am calling this 
Humanities Two” (ibid., 1-2). Elsewhere, this hierarchical division might be less stark. In 
South Africa, for instance, the two most prestigious universities, the University of Cape 
Town and the Universities of the Witwatersrand, have respectively established a Centre for 
Film and Media Studies (in 2004) and a Department of Media Studies (in 2002). This 
however has not changed the rhetorical dominance of “Humanities One”. Chapter 2 of the 
2011 ASSAf report, “The Case for the Humanities”, notes that the humanities offer tools for 
analysing, understanding and tackling pressing socioeconomic issues, as well as foundational 
questions. These begin with what it is to be human and its relation to society, community, 
belonging, identity and technology, whence originate the different disciplines and fields in 
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the humanities dealing with past, present and possible future configurations of these 
relations. From there, the report goes on to champion the skills imparted by the humanities 
– communication, problem solving, close reading, analysis, arguing and writing – as well as 
their promotion of ethical values and a sense of community and humanity that in southern 
Africa is summed up by the term Ubuntu. But even though communication is singled out as 
a key skill taught by the humanities, the discipline of communication is not even mentioned 
in the chapter. Likewise, media and new media studies are named once, in passing, with 
reference to digital technologies. In their stead, the many disciplines tasked with studying 
human communication include “Languages”, “Literature”, “Linguistics”, “Education”, 
“Philosophy”, “Anthropology”, “Cultural Studies”, “Sociology”, “the study of Languages and 
Culture” (ASSAf 2011, 24–33). Elsewhere, one of the authors of the ASSAf report refers to 
the “humanities community” as “all those working in the disciplines of the arts and 
humanities from art history to philosophy, through classics to modern languages” (Higgins 
2013, 79).  
As South African literary scholar, Michael Chapman adds in a statement that has the merit 
of recognising that there are different configurations of the humanities, “in what is 
purported to be a market paradigm, the professional disciplines flourish while the 
humanities are marginalised. Or, that is, the non-vocational humanities, such as literature or 
philosophy, as distinct from, say, psychology, law or […] economics” (Chapman 2015, 262). 
This is a version of the two humanities that Toby Miller theorises as “a class division in terms 
of faculty research as well as student background”. As to the what is to be done about it, the 
answer is:  “It must end” (Miller 2012, 2).  
The Humanities Reloaded 
My starting point in conceiving the call for papers for this special issue was also that we 
need to rethink disciplinary divisions in the humanities and move beyond “the two 
humanities”. It is, however, important to acknowledge that this is one division among many. 
As all the contributions to this special issue illustrate, the humanities are constituted and 
inhabited differently by different scholars and students with different positionalities and in 
different locations and institutions.  
Pumla Dineo Gqola brings this point home in her autobiographical account of how she has 
had to negotiate her positionality as an academic and “Blackwoman” at different South 
African institutions of higher education. Contra some of the tenets of progressive pedagogy, 
she tells the reader how she has had to hold on to her position of power in the classroom, in 
contexts where this power could have been all too easily ignored and undermined.  Power is 
not in and of itself bad. The point is who uses it, how and for what. Gqola writes, “when I 
stand, Blackwoman, teaching literature and theories by Postcolonial Others, the position I 
hold is not the same as if I were teaching the canon in an English Department, in a manner 
that makes me/my texts invisible, valueless and unvalued” (Gqola 2017, 109–110).  
These remarks specifically speak to the positionality of scholars, lecturers and students, as 
well as to the politics of the literary canon. But they have larger implications. In the 
multimedia, multimodal and multilingual contexts in which we operate, in South Africa and 
elsewhere, the politics of the literary canon and, more broadly, the relation between 
aesthetics and politics, requires being open to questioning what texts, media, forms of 
expression and experience deserve scholarly attention and scrutiny. Narratives of the 
marginalization and crisis of the humanities tend to be premised on the valorisation of a 
narrow canon of texts and expressive forms. Embedded in this type of melancholic writing 
are often implied negative value judgements about other forms of writing, textualities and 
media, and with them of the multiple forms of oral, aural, visual and multimodal cultural 
expression that are today part of the everyday life of a great number of people. Here too, I 
agree with Toby Miller that the “historic task of history and literature, what Stuart Hall 
nominates as ‘a humane, critical discourse designed to deepen the social awareness of a 
wider readership’, must be transferred to additional media forms and liberated from its 
banal reliance on aesthetic narcissism” (2012, 95). This injunction brings us back to previous 
debates and challenges to elitist versions of the humanities, such as those mounted by 
cultural studies and other radical transdisciplinary interventions to high cultural and literary 
norms of aesthetic appreciation and scholarship (see, for instance, Bennett 1990; Wright 
2004). What is new, though, is on the one hand the large-scale decline of traditional 
humanities disciplines, and on the other the momentous changes signalled by the ubiquity 
of the internet and digital and social media. 
Another way of working to undo this division is by bringing together the study and teaching 
of texts and discourses with that of the media, technologies, social relations and political 
economy involved in their production, circulation and consumption. Humanities One’s most 
typical scholarly engagement is textual analysis, what Keyan Tomaselli describes as “a post-
Leavisite type of personal relation to the text under study” (2012, 32), with scant attention 
paid to how the texts one studies are produced, circulated and consumed, how much they 
cost, and who reads (or not reads) them and why. As Toby Miller writes about the United 
States, “Undergraduate and graduate students and professors in literature generally inhabit 
and leave the university knowing how to analyze fictional texts in a formal and social way. 
But they are typically ignorant of where those texts physically come from or end up and 
what happened to them in between” (2012, 104).   
Reimagining the humanities for the age of media convergence involves challenging the 
disciplinary divisions and subdivisions that have been associated with the study of different 
kinds of cultural products, texts, media and expressive and representational forms, as well 
as divisions between the study of textual forms of expression and social analysis. This is not 
to say that the interpretive practices and paradigms, as well as the disciplinary histories and 
accumulated knowledge of each of these fields should be declared irrelevant and replaced 
by a free-for-all “post- disciplinary ‘bring ’n share’ tabula rasa” (Tomaselli 2015, 171). But 
disciplines are historical constructs, their theoretical paradigms, methodologies, objects of 
study and configurations constantly change. Ways of seeing and making sense of the world 
evolve together with the world they are meant to see, interpret and theorise. Ways of 
reading, seeing and interpreting are shaped not only by the expressive forms, cultural 
objects and media texts that elicit them but also by the platforms and forms of circulation 
and reception responsible for making these forms, objects and texts available to their 
audiences.  
I take the liberty of excerpting and slightly adapting what I have recently written elsewhere:  
The contemporary age of media convergence, when words, speech, music, videos 
and images blend and compete for attention on the screens of our digital devices, 
calls for a transdisciplinary approach that brings together media texts and 
sociocultural experiences across multiple platforms, thereby bypassing the divisions 
traditionally produced by discrete disciplinary and subdisciplinary  specialisations. 
When the written, oral, aural and visual are constantly mixed and remixed, the 
results are hybrid and complex messages that create their own languages, modes of 
engagement, codes and forms of attention – hence the need for new 
transdisciplinary interpretive methods and practices (see Miller 2013, 95; and Ngũgĩ 
2012, 84–85). 
One phrase that has been coined to name this kind of media crossing is 
“comparative media studies”, which “typically includes not only text but also film, 
installation art, and other media forms” (Hayles and Pressman 2013, vii). […] 
“Cultural and media studies” is another name that has been used for the crossing of 
traditional disciplinary boundaries […]. It has the advantage of going beyond a 
narrowly textual focus. [...] Across the south-north border, the label has been 
attached to a body of work that concerns itself with the interactions between 
culture, media, technology, expressive forms and their production, circulation and 
consumption. [...] Cultural and media studies replaces a disembodied notion of the 
text with an emphasis on its sociocultural lived contexts and conditions of 
production and reception. It strives both to “cover a multitude of cultural and 
communications machines and processes” (Miller 2013, 95), and to anchor textual 
interpretation in praxis (or “doing”) (Tomaselli and Mboti 2013). 
But the name we choose for this kind of [transdisciplinary and transmedia] approach 
is perhaps not especially important – so long as we register the need to challenge 
sedimented interpretive habits, disciplinary boundaries and norms of cultural and 
aesthetic value. (Frassinelli 2019, 16–17) 
These were some of the issues that got me thinking about assembling this collection of 
articles on narratives about the crisis of the humanities. Of course, it is not unusual for this 
kind of project to take a life of its own. The call for papers is thought through, written and 
submitted to the journal editors. If it is approved, it gets circulated to friends and colleagues 
whom you think have something valuable to say about the subject, and also to email lists 
and other fora where potential contributors can be reached. The deadlines for submission 
come and go, some of your friends submit, others you were counting on let you down 
(which is often not their fault: in the neoliberal academy, many of us are way too busy and 
oversubscribed), and some great abstracts on topics you had not thought about land in your 
inbox. They all undergo peer review and the pieces that survive the process is what ends up 
making the final package. The product that results from all this is unavoidably not, or not 
quite, what you had had in mind. Which does not mean it is worse. On the contrary, the 
final assemblage is often more interesting and variegated than the original idea. So here is 
what we have. 
We kick off with Keyan Tomaselli’s “Humanities, Citations and Currency: Hierarchies of 
Value and Enabled Recolonisation”, which focuses on the increasingly pervasive use, in 
South African universities, of quantitative measurements of research productivity and 
metrics such as impact factors as performance indicators. Tomaselli argues that these 
developments and the neoliberal managerialization of higher education that underpins 
them pave the way for the recolonisation of the African humanities. Quantitative 
measurements, such as those adopted by the South African Department of Higher 
Education and Training, put the humanities at a disadvantage vis-à-vis the hard and applied 
sciences. Humanities publications, which rely on “argument rather than numbers or 
descriptions of empirical experimentation”, take longer to write, peer review and be 
published than STEM ones. Humanities scholars publish less and tend to get cited less than 
STEM academics. But as quantitative measurement systems and metrics become ubiquitous 
in the neoliberal academy, if we want to effectively critique or just survive assessment 
criteria solely or too heavily based on them, we had better learn how they work.  
Second comes viola candice milton’s “Kind of Blue: Can Communication Research Matter?”, 
which provides a short history of activism and scholarship within communication studies in 
southern Africa. milton’s intervention, adapted from her inaugural lecture as Professor of 
Communication Science at the University of South Africa, is an attempt to point to a new 
configuration of communication studies and of the humanities here, on the southern tip of 
Africa, that is committed to social justice and responsive to context. Building on the 
experience of an activist-oriented research project titled Democratising African Public 
Service Broadcasting: Towards an Afrokology of PSB, the article reflects on the space that 
can be opened up when humanities research addresses policy issues and makes itself 
accountable to the public interest. milton argues for a decolonial project understood as 
research praxis that is at variance with the instrumental imperatives of the metrics-driven 
neoliberal academy: not only as a theoretical orientation toward thinking from Africa and 
the global south but also as reflection on what we do as humanities scholars and who and 
what we do it for. With the intellectual generosity characteristic of African scholarship at its 
best, milton’s article doubles as an homage to scholars from the past and the present who 
have been engaged in “doing the work of anti-colonial pedagogic engagement” and in 
“giving shape to what decolonial African communication scholarship might look like”. It can 
be read is an exhortation to those still to come to carry on with this work and complete the 
shift from communication studies in Africa to African communication studies – or, more 
widely, from the humanities in African to African humanities.   
From there, we move on to Jeremy De Chavez and Asha Varadharajan’s “‘Been Down So 
Long It Looks Like Up to Me’: Rethinking the Humanities (in Times of) Crisis”, which 
reconsiders the link between the humanities and democracy. Contra Marta Nussbaum’s 
axiom that democracy needs the humanities, the argument is that the humanities need 
democracy. De Chavez and Varadharajan also start with a critique of the language of metrics 
and of the neoliberal logic of markets and measurable outcomes to reassess the humanities 
“from below”, as a space for thinking, reimagining and fighting for alternative futures. This 
vision finds inspiration in Jacques Rancière’s radical view of democracy, which takes equality 
not as a distant goal but as a point of departure and condition. The article goes on to 
performatively illustrate the humanities it reimagines by offering a reading of a photograph 
by Raffy Lerma that critiques Philippine president Rodrigo Duterte’s war on drugs. The 
photograph, named the “Pietà”, provides an uniquely haunting image of the embodied 
effects of the mass vigilante killings that defined Duterte’s war. Perceptively reading how 
this image disrupts the distribution of the sensible under Duterte’s brutal authoritarian 
regime, De Chavez and Varadharajan show us the possibilities opened up by worldly 
humanistic enquiry and by the deployment of its interpretive tools as “the cultivation of the 
imagination at its modest best”.  
Next is Kim Berman and Michelle LeBaron’s “Crossing Worlds: South – North Collaborations 
as Creative Encounters with Arts, Humanities and Sciences”. It zooms in on collaborative 
work between a Canadian law professor and a South African visual arts scholar to draw 
lessons from this and other interdisciplinary and south-north collaborations. Here too the 
focus is on the relation between the humanities and democracy. The arts are also singled 
out as vital in promoting values of social justice, reciprocity and ethics through concrete 
experience. They share with the humanities the potential for linking aesthetics, ethics, 
politics and social transformation. The work showcased by the article illustrates how arts, 
humanities and scientific expertise can come together in community-engaged research and 
practice. Using as case studies HIV/AIDS prevention work by artists and humanities scholars 
in the early 2000s and a seminar abroad for Canadian law students in South Africa, the 
article illustrates how arts and humanities pedagogies can address fundamental socio-
political issues and help us reimagine the future. 
We close with Melissa Tandiwe Myambo’s satirical piece “Jessica Ramirez Goes to the 
Johannesburg Solstice Critical Theory Workshop at the Institute of Critical Reasoning”. 
Excerpted from a longer manuscript in progress, The Academic Gamble, Myambo’s fictional 
satire catches the humanities at their most narcissistic and self-indulgent, a place where 
intellectual life becomes a petty power game, and where it is difficult to tell personal envy 
and animosity apart from genuine political disagreement. Good satire should ruffle feathers 
and cause discomfort. As Myambo writes, it should leave “a bitter aftertaste as is the 
purpose of parody”. I shall just add that, lest any of us takes it personally, the story is 
focalised through a young postgraduate student from an American university in search of 
“Love and Adventure and Soul-Enriching Experience and New Sensations and Unknown 
Horizons” who has never heard of Steve Biko.  
Conclusion  
A few months back, I gave a talk on the corporatisation of African cinema in the age of 
Netflix and digital technologies at an international workshop. I was prompted by a well-
meaning lefty academic who acted as respondent to declare that neoliberalism is 
“dehumanising” African cinema and killing the popular arts on the continent. I responded by 
saying that though I agree with the spirit of these remarks, I do not think that expressing 
outrage or condemning neoliberalism is much use, though it can be a start. I argued that 
neoliberalism is a terrain of struggle and cited Bertold Brecht’s old revolutionary maxim, 
“Don’t start from the good old things but the bad new ones”. This is both because often 
when we dig deeper the good old things turn out to be not as good as they are cracked up 
to be, but also because the point of a radical transformative praxis is not, or not just, to 
condemn and decry, but to find the fissures, the contradictory elements, the cracked spaces 
for intervention where change can happen, conflict be activated and alternative glimpsed.  
These are complex times for the humanities, One and Two. The internet, digital and social 
media, the climate crisis, the recent struggles for access and decolonisation that have swept 
along university campuses in South Africa and elsewhere, the technodeterministic agenda 
that goes by the name of Fourth Industrial Revolution signal momentous changes and 
challenges. Issues that are becoming increasingly important for the 21st century humanities 
are situated at the interface of culture, society and technology. They are embedded in the 
political economy of digital and platform capitalism: issues related to property and control, 
surveillance, corporate and political manipulation, digital divides, and new forms of 
exploitation and creation of surplus value.  
American political theorist Jodi Dean describes contemporary capitalism as “communicative 
capitalism”. Capitalist production “depends on the expropriation and exploitation of 
communicative processes”. In “the digital networks of communicative capitalism, each 
communicative utterance or contribution adds something to the communicative flow”: it 
provides “ever more data and metadata that can be stored, mined and sold” (Dean 2017, 7).  
By communicating, we produce value. When we go online or post on our Facebook page or 
tweet, we produce valuable data that are harvested, sold and turned into surplus value by 
multinational corporations. It makes a big difference to how we theorise and confront 
neoliberal capitalism when some of the biggest multinationals that operate online – Google, 
Facebook, Twitter – monetise activities that do not get quantified as labour and whose 
products we can seemingly access for free (except for the cost of data, technology and 
infrastructure, which are by no means insignificant): “Our basic communicative activities are 
enclosed in circuits as raw material for communicative capitalism. Our Facebook updates 
and Google searches, as well as GPS locations signalled by our mobile phones and the steps, 
calories and heart rates monitored by our apps, provide the data that is stored, mined and 
sold” (ibid., 10). 
For Karl Marx, the value of the commodity is ultimately determined by the labour congealed 
in it. Surplus value, profit or what Marx calls the rate of exploitation are determined, in the 
last instance, by the difference between the value of the labour time congealed in the 
commodity and what that work is actually paid. Marx writes about labour power as the 
defining element of capitalist production: the capacity of the worker to work is turned into a 
commodity – labour power. The working class, which has been separated from the objective 
conditions of production, has to sell this commodity, which is thereby transformed into 
waged labour and incorporated into capital. This is also the strength of this class, whose 
reproduction relies on the unwaged work done by its members who are not directly 
employed by capital:  that it has a commodity to sell that capital needs. In Marx’s account, 
this is the contradictory basis of workers’ power and class struggle under capitalism (Marx 
1970 [1887]; see also Cleaver 1979; and Dalla Costa and James 1975).  
But what happens when value and surplus value producing work, when the expenditure of 
labour power is not recognized as work in the first place? This is an issue that extends to 
other forms of unpaid reproductive, affective or communicative labour, but that assumes 
new relevance in the digital and platform economy. “When capitalism subsumes basic 
communicative activities, most of us can’t avoid producing for capitalism” (Dean 2017, 10): 
Facebook updates, tweets, GPS searches produce data and value that we generate and 
cannot avoid generating. The offline world is increasingly invaded and shaped by platform 
capitalism. Entire city centres all over the world are being gutted and people expelled from 
them to make room for Airbnb listed rentals. Platforms such as Uber are revolutionizing 
labour relations, and not for the best. Fundamental political, social and environmental 
issues are being distorted and manipulated by the deliberate diffusion of fake news and by 
the bombardment of distracting messages via social media. Paid and unpaid labour are 
integrated into “circuits of exploitation”: the smartphone “is produced by factory labour, is a 
tool of multiple types of paid as well as precarious labour, and provides a key means 
through which the content provided by unpaid communicative labour is generated, 
circulated, stored and mined” (ibid.). When these circuits reach their end, what is left 
behind is huge amounts of e-waste 
Communicative and digital capitalism have brought about dramatic changes. Online 
recreational activities, even activism, produce non-remunerated value. They are surveilled 
and manipulated for both political and commercial ends. But communicative capitalism is 
also a site of struggle. We produce in common – as the social in social media intimates – but 
in a regime of private property: “Three billion users and one billionaire” (Dean 2017, 12). 
The surplus value monetised by Facebook, Google or Twitter is value produced in common, 
in cooperation. In communicative and digital capitalism we see the intensification of the 
processes that Michael Hardt outlines for contemporary biopolitical production in general – 
“the production of ideas, information, images, knowledges, code, languages, social 
relationships, affects, and the like” (Hardt 2010, 348–349):  “capitalist production is 
increasingly reliant on and oriented toward the production of the common” – eg, digitally 
mediated sociality – “and yet the common is destroyed (and its productivity reduced) when 
transformed into either private or public property. The task is to institute free access and 
circulation of the common” (ibid., 346).  
In addition to the study of a multiplicity of media texts and other multimodal expressive 
forms, formats and platforms, genres and categories, a communicative turn in the 
humanities entails deepening the study of the value chains in which they are inserted and 
their conditions of production, circulation, reception. Just a few years back, South African 
universities were caught off guard by students demanding not only more affordable or even 
free access to higher education but also a “decolonisation” of curricula and of the university 
as a whole, inclusive of the insourcing of cleaning and other outsourced poorly paid black 
workers. It does not take a crystal ball to prognosticate that communicative and digital 
capitalism, or what some call the Fourth Industrial Revolution, is on its way to bringing its 
own waves of struggles and confrontations to our campuses and beyond, to which 
humanities scholars and activists can no doubt make a vital contribution – should some of 
us decide to do so. 
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Notes 
1.See 
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?show=aimsScope&journalCode=rt
pr20. 
2. Seehttps://www.almalaurea.it/. Thanks to Luigi Cazzato for sharing information and his 
views about the humanities in Italy. 
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